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ELECTRONIC SHIPPING SYSTEM FOR
PACKAGE PICKUP AND ANYWHERE TO
ANYWHERE DELIVERY

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELAT
APPLICATIONS

T
»

This application 1s a divisional of U.S. application Ser. No.
10/112,621, filed Mar. 29, 2002 now abandoned, which 1s
hereby incorporated by reference, and which claims the ben-

efit of prionty from the U.S. provisional application No.
60/280,063 filed on Mar. 30, 2001 and entitled “Electronic

Shipping System For Package Pickup And Anywhere to Any-
where Delivery” the entire contents of which 1s hereby mncor-
porated by reference.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to an improved method and
system for shipping packages and, in particular, describes an
clectronic shipping system for package pickup, anywhere to
anywhere delivery and third-party billing.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The increased popularity of the World Wide Web has led to
an explosion 1n catalog and online shopping. The growth 1n
e-commerce reflects 1in part increased purchases from veteran
online shoppers, deeper Internet penetration across the coun-
try and the increased number of familiar bricks-and-mortar
retailers online.

Some of the benetits to purchasing products online include
the ability to avoid crowds, perform quick price comparisons
across multiple sellers, and access a wider selection of prod-
ucts. However, there are drawbacks to purchasing goods
through a retailer web site. One drawback 1s the ability to
inspect an 1tem before making the purchase. A consumer that
buys a product offline at a traditional retail store usually has
the opportunity to inspect the color, size and quality of work-
manship of a good belfore the purchase 1s made. In contrast,
when a consumer shops online their decision to purchase 1s
based largely on a written description of the product and/or a
photograph of the 1item. No opportunity to mnspect the product
occurs until after the product 1s purchased and shipped to the

consumer. As a result, many products that are purchased
online are returned.

A traditional process by which a product 1s shipped via a
commercial carrier 1s illustrated 1 FIG. 1. In Step 100, a
customer places the good to be shipped 1n a box or other
shipping container. In Step 110 the customer completes a
shipping label, which includes, among other things, the des-
tination address for the package. The shipping label may be
written directly on the package to be shipped or may be a
preprinted shipping label form with spaces where the cus-
tomer enters the origination shipping address and a destina-
tion shipping address.

In Step 120, the customer affixes the shipping label to the
package, or in some cases the customer may skip the shipping
label step and write the shipping information on the package
to be shipped.

In Step 130, the package 1s placed into the carrier system.
In most cases, the customer physically takes the package to
one of several drop off locations operated by a carrier.

In Step 140, the customer 1s billed for and pays the shipping
fee associated with shipping the package. The shipping fee 1s
generally based on the size of the package and the locations of

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

2

the origination and destination addresses. Finally, 1n Step 150
the carrier delivers the package to the destination address.

The traditional shipping process illustrated in FIG. 1
remains a viable model that commercial carniers still use
today. This shipping process, however, 1s not particularly well
suited to the Internet sales model and, more particularly, to the
return of goods purchased from a website. As indicated
above, goods purchased over the Internet are often returned
because the buyer has not had an opportunity to mspect the
item prior to the purchase. Under the traditional shipping
method, the customer must re-package the good to be
returned, complete a shipping label, locate a carrier drop off
tacility, deliver the good to the facility and, in some cases, pay
a return shipping tee. Not surprisingly, many of the customers
who attempted to save time by purchasing a good over the
Internet or through a catalog become dissatisfied when they
are forced to go through the time-consuming and sometimes
costly process of returning a good using the traditional ship-
ping method described above.

In an effort to streamline the return of goods to a merchant,
commercial carriers have offered alternative shipping solu-
tions. One such alternative 1s known as a call-tag system 100.
FIG. 2 illustrates a call-tag system 100 that improves on the
traditional process described above in that 1t provides for
carrier pick up of the package and allows the merchant to pay
the return shipping fee. The system 100 includes a merchant
computer 200, a carrier computer 210, a buyer 220 and a local
carrier facility 225. In addition, a merchant database 240, a
carrier facility database 250 and a carrier call-tag application
260 reside on the carrier computer 210.

The operation of a call-tag 1s illustrated 1n FI1G. 3. In Step
300, a buyer 220 purchases a good from a merchant and the
merchant ships the good to the buyer 220 via a carrier. In Step
310, the carrier delivers the good to the buyer 220. In Step
320, the buyer 220 decides to return the good and notifies the
merchant of that decision. In response to the buyer’s return
request, the merchant sends an electronic call-tag request 263
via the merchant computer 200 to the carrier computer 210
(Step 330).

The call-tag request 265 1s an electronic file that includes,
among other things, the buyer address and a merchant 1den-
tification number. In Step 340, the call-tag application 260
receives the call-tag request 265 and queries a merchant data-
base 240 with the merchant identification number to obtain
merchant-specific information such as the merchant’s ship-
ping address and billing account number.

In Step 350, the call-tag application 260 uses the buyer
address from the merchant’s call-tag request to query the
carrier facility database 250 to determine which carrier facil-
ity 1s responsible for delivery and pickup for that the buyer
address (the local carrier facility 2355). In Step 360, the call-
tag application 260 generates a shipping label and transmaits 1t
to the local carrier facility 255. The shipping label uses the
buyer address (from the call-tag request 265) as the origina-
tion shipping address and the merchant address (from the
merchant database 240) as the destination shipping address.

In Step 370, the call-tag application 260 bills the merchant
for the cost of shipping the good from the buyer 220 to the
merchant. Depending on the merchant’s preference, the ship-
ping fee may be deducted directly from a merchant account or
the merchant can be separately billed. In Step 380, the carrier
sends a driver from its local facility 225 to the buyer address.
The driver picks up the package with the good to be returned,
ailixes the shipping label to the package and, delivers the
good to the merchant address (Step 390).

The call-tag system 100 described above improves upon
the traditional shipping process because the merchant pays
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the shipping costs and the package 1s picked up directly from
the customer address. The system 1s limited, however, 1n that
the merchant may ship the good that 1s being returned only to
the merchant address or to another preselected address that
the carrier has entered in the merchant database. In short,
call-tag systems known 1n the art do not allow a merchant to
specily a unique destination shipping address.

The effect of this limitation 1s illustrated in the context of a
purchase made through an online auction. Online auction
purchases, like sales through Internet retailers, have grown in
popularity with the Internet. Unfortunately, auction fraud 1s
also booming. At present, auction fraud ranks as the most
common type of Internet scam and accounts for more than
half of all consumer complaints on the Internet, according to
the Federal Trade Commission (FTC).

To combat the problem of fraud in online auctions and
other types of person to person sales over the Internet, online
escrow services have arisen. FIG. 4 1llustrates a typical online
purchase using an escrow service. In Step 400, a buyer and
seller agree to a purchase. In Step 410, the buyer mails the
payment to the escrow service, which verifies the payment
and alerts the seller that payment has been recerved. In Step
420, the seller ships the good to the buyer. In Step 430, the
buyer recerves the good and an agreed-upon inspection period
(typically two days) begins. Finally, in Step 440, the buyer
notifies the escrow agent of receipt of the good and authorizes
the release of the payment to the seller.

A beneflt of this process 1s that the buyer has the option of
returning the good anytime within the mspection period. To
do so, the buyer notifies the escrow agent of the return and
ships the product back to the seller. During the return, the
escrow agent retains control of the purchase money until 1t
receives confirmation from the seller that the good product
has been returned. In this way, both the buyer and seller retain
some degree of control and protection as the transaction 1s
tulfilled.

Much of the escrow process 1s dependent on timely ship-
ping. Unfortunately, neither the traditional shipping process
or the call-tag system 100 meets the needs of this business
model. Typically, the escrow agentreceives a fee for itsrole as
a facilitator 1n the transaction. Part of that role 1s to handle the
shipping fees as the product i1s shipped from the seller to the
buyer and from the buyer to the seller in the case of a return.
Under the traditional shipping process, the party that 1s ship-
ping the good has the responsibility of paying the shipping
fees. In addition, the shipper i1s obligated to package the
product and deliver the package to a carrier drop oif facility.

Nor does the call-tag system 100 fulfill the shipping needs
of this online escrow business model. In the call-tag system
100, a merchant can pay to have a package picked up from a
customer, but the merchant does not have the ability to specity
a destination address. Thus, 1f the facilitator assumed the role
of the merchant 1n a call-tag shipping system, the facilitator
could only have the product shipped to the facilitator address.
In other words, the call-tag system 100 does not permit a
facilitator to request that a package be picked up from a first
address and delivered to a second address where neither the
first or second address 1s the address of the facilitator.

An unsatisiied need therefore exists for an improved ship-
ping system that overcomes deficiencies in the prior art, some
of which are discussed above.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention 1s an improved shipping system that
provides for third-party billing and the shipment of a package
from a first location to a second location where neither the
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first or second location 1s the location of the third-party. An
embodiment 1s disclosed 1n which a pre-existing call-tag sys-
tem 1s modified to permit third-party billing and anywhere to
anywhere functionality.

In accordance with an embodiment of the present inven-
tion, a shipping system 1s disclosed that allows a facilitator to
request that a carrier pick up a package from a first location
and deliver the package to a second location. The system of
this embodiment includes a carrier shipping application that
receives shipping information from a facilitator, the shipping
information including address information for a first party
located at the first location and address information for a
second party located at the second location; the carrier ship-
ping application configured to 1dentity a local carrier facility
responsible for package pickup at the first location; and the
carrier shipping application further configured to generate
shipping label information based at least 1n part on the ship-
ping information recerved from the facilitator; a printing
device located at the local carrier facility configured to
receive the shipping label information from the carrier ship-
ping application, and print a shipping label based at least in
part on the shipping label information; and a carrier that
receives the shipping label from the printing device, affixes
the shipping label to the package at the first location and
delivers the package to the second location.

In accordance with another embodiment of the present
invention, the facilitator 1s located at a third location that 1s
separate from the first and second locations. In accordance
with another embodiment, the carrier charges a shipping fee
to the facilitator that 1s based at least 1n part on the cost of
delivery of the package from the first location to the second
location. In still another disclosed embodiment, the shipping
label information 1s formatted as one of an electronic image of
a shipping label or as a proprietary flat file. In yet another
embodiment, the shipping label includes a date and time and
the carrier takes the shipping label to the first location at
approximately the date and time specified on the shipping
label.

In accordance with another embodiment of the present
invention, a package delivery method that allows a facilitator
to have a package picked up from a first location and delivered
to a second location, the facilitator being at a third location
separate from the first and second locations, 1s disclosed. In
this embodiment, the method includes the steps of recetving
shipping information from the facilitator, the shipping infor-
mation including address information for the first and second
locations; printing a shipping label based at least in part onthe
shipping information; aifixing the shipping label to the pack-
age at the first location; delivering the package to the second
location; and charging a shipping fee to the facilitator, the
shipping fee based at least 1 part on the delivery of the
package from the first location to the second location.

In accordance with another embodiment of the present
invention the step of printing a shipping label includes 1den-
tifying a local carrier facility responsible for pickup at the first
location, and printing a shipping label on a printing device
associated with the local carrier facility. In another embodi-
ment, the step of aflixing the shipping label to the package at
the first location includes traveling to the first location to pick
up the package, and ailixing the shipping label to the package.

In accordance with another embodiment of the present
invention a product fulfillment system 1s disclosed that allows
a merchant to have a good purchased by a buyer delivered to
said buyer from a supplier. The system 1n this embodiment
includes a carrier shipping application that receives shipping
information from a merchant, the shipping information
including a supplier address and a buyer address, the carrier
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shipping application configured to identify a local carrier
facility responsible for package pickup at the supplier
address, and the carrier shipping application further config-
ured to generate shipping label information based at least in
part on the shupping information recerved from the merchant;
a printing device located at the local carrier facility config-
ured to receive the shipping label information from the carrier
shipping application, and print a shipping label based at least
in part on the shipping label information; and a carrier that
receives a package containing the good at the supplier
address, atlixes the shipping label to the package, and delivers
the package to the buyer address.

In another embodiment, the carrier shipping application
identifies the local carnier facility by querying a carrier facil-
ity database with the supplier address. In another embodi-
ment, the zip code of the supplier 1s used to query the carrier
facility database. In still another embodiment, a package
tracking number 1s assigned and included 1n the shipping
label information generated by the carrier shipping applica-
tion. In yet another embodiment, the carrier charges a ship-
ping fee to the merchant and the shipping fee 1s based at least
in part on the cost of delivering the package from the supplier
to the buyer.

In accordance with another embodiment of the present
invention a modified call-tag system 1s disclosed that is
capable of fulfilling an anywhere to anywhere package ship-
ping request. The system of this embodiment includes a client
application configured to generate and transmit a call-tag
record, the call-tag record comprising at least one of a call-tag
request and an anywhere to anywhere request, the anywhere
to anywhere request including a first shipping address and a
second shipping address; a carrier application in electronic
communication with the client application, the carrier appli-
cation configured to recerve the call-tag record from the client
application, the carrier application additionally configured to
determine whether the call-tag record includes the anywhere
to anywhere delivery request, the carrier application further
configured to generate a shipping label request based at least
in part on the anywhere to anywhere request; a shipping label
application in electronic communication with the carrier
application, the shipping label application configured to
receive the shipping label request and generate a shipping
label; and a carrier in communication with at least one of the
carrier application and the shipping label application to
receive the shipping label, atfix the shipping label to a pack-
age at the first address, and deliver the package to a second
address.

In another embodiment, the carrier application determines
whether the call-tag record includes an anywhere to anywhere
request by examining whether the call-tag record includes a
second shipping address. In an alternative embodiment, the
call-tag record 1s examined to see whether 1t includes both a
first shipping address and a second shipping address. In still
another embodiment, the call-tag record 1s examined to see 1
it includes a unique destination address.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Having thus described the invention 1n general terms, ret-
erence will now be made to the accompanying drawings,
which are not necessarily drawn to scale, and wherein:

FIG. 1 1s a process flow diagram of a traditional shipping
system known 1n the art.

FIG. 2 1s a high-level block diagram that illustrates the
architecture of a call-tag system as known 1n the art.

FIG. 3 1s a process flow diagram of a call-tag system as
known 1n the art.
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FIG. 4 1s a process flow diagram ol an online escrow
service as known 1n the art.

FIG. 5 1s a high-level block diagram that illustrates the
architecture of an anywhere to anywhere shipping system 1n
accordance with a first embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 6 1s a process flow diagram of an anywhere to any-
where shipping system 1n accordance with a first embodiment
of the present invention.

FIG. 7 1s a high-level block diagram that illustrates the
architecture of an anywhere to anywhere shipping system 1n
accordance with a second embodiment of the present inven-
tion.

FIG. 8 1s a process flow diagram of an anywhere to any-
where shipping system 1n accordance with a second embodi-
ment of the present invention.

FIG. 9 15 a process flow diagram of an anywhere to any-
where shipping system in accordance with another embodi-
ment of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

The present invention now will be described more fully
hereinafter with reference to the accompanying drawings, in
which preferred embodiments of the invention are shown.
This invention may, however, be embodied in many different
forms and should not be construed as limited to the embodi-
ments set forth herein; rather, these embodiments are pro-
vided so that this disclosure will be thorough and complete,
and will fully convey the scope of the mvention to those
skilled 1n the art. Like numbers refer to like elements through-
out.

Many modifications and other embodiments of the inven-
tion will come to mind to one skilled 1n the art to which this
invention pertains having the benefit of the teachings pre-
sented 1n the foregoing descriptions and the associated draw-
ings. Therefore, 1t 1s to be understood that the invention 1s not
to be limited to the specific embodiments disclosed and that
modifications and other embodiments are itended to be
included within the scope of the appended claims. Although
specific terms are employed herein, they are used 1n a generic
and descriptive sense only and not for purposes of limitation.

The following paragraphs describe a method and shipping
system for anywhere to anywhere delivery 1n accordance with
the present invention.

The block diagram of FIG. 5 1llustrates a first embodiment
of the anywhere to anywhere shipping system 400 of the
present invention. This embodiment 1s described 1n the con-
text of a person to person sale 1n an online transaction and
involves a buyer 410, seller 420 and third-party facilitator
430. In this embodiment, the buyer 410 and seller 420 agree
to the terms of a sale and agree to use a facilitator 430 to
tacilitate the sale. In a preferred embodiment, the buyer 410
and seller 420 are each 1n communication with the facilitator
430. Only one of the two parties needs to be 1n direct contact
with the facilitator 430, however, and 1n alternative embodi-
ments one of the buyer 410 and seller 420 communicate with
the facilitator 430.

In this example, the buyer 410 and seller 420 communicate
with the facilitator 430 via a network 480. In this example, the
network 480 1s the Internet; but 1t will be readily apparent that
the communication described herein 1s not limited to com-
munication between computers. The buyer 410 and seller 420
in an alternative embodiment could, for example, communi-
cate with the facilitator 430 via telephone or facsimile.

As shown 1n the figure, the facilitator 430 1s in electronic
communication with a carrier server 440. In the preferred
embodiment, the electronic communication between the
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tacilitator 430 and carrier server occurs via the network 480.
But again 1t will be readily apparent to one of ordinary skill in
the art that the present invention may be implemented using
other forms of communication.

An anywhere shipping application 460, a shipping label
application 465 and a carrier facility database 470 reside on
and are 1n electronic communication with the carrier server
440. In alternative embodiments, however, either or all of the
carrier facility-shipping application 465, shipping label
application 4635 and carrier facility database 470 may reside
on another server or other electronic device. In addition, a
local carrier facility 450 1s 1n communication with one or
more of the above-described applications and/or databases
via the network 480.

With reference to FIG. 6, the following paragraphs
describe the operation of a first embodiment of the anywhere
to anywhere shipping system 400. The process begins 1n Step
500 when a buyer 410 and seller 420 agree on a sales trans-
action and additionally agree to use a facilitator 430 to fulfill
the transaction. Alternatively, only one of the buyer 410 and
seller 420 may decide to use the facilitator 430 or, 1n yet
another alternative, both parties may decide to use the facili-
tator 430 and only one party have communication with the
tacilitator 430.

A part of the sales agreement, one or both of the buyer 410
and seller 420 communicate the details of the sales agreement
to the facilitator 430. In this example, part of the function of
the facilitator 430 1s as an escrow agent for the transaction.
Therefore, information sent to the facilitator 430 will include
details about the product sold, the sales price, addresses of the
buyer and seller, the length of any inspection period and any
other terms and conditions upon which the sale may be con-
ditioned.

The buyer 410 1mnitiates the transaction by sending a check
or electronic transierring the agreed upon amount for the
purchase of a good to the facilitator 430. In most cases, the
tacilitator 430 requires an additional fee for 1ts services as an
escrow agent and for the shipping costs. This fee may be
charged as a facilitation fee and paid by the buyer 1n addition
to the agreed upon sales price. Alternatively, the facilitator fee
and associated shipping charges may be deducted from the
purchase price when the funds are transferred to the seller 420
at the close of the transaction.

Upon receipt of the purchase funds from the buyer 410, the
tacilitator initiates the process of shipping the product from
the seller 420 to the buyer 410. In a preferred embodiment,
this shipment 1s initiated by the facilitator 430 sending an
anywhere to anywhere delivery request 485 to a carrier server

440.

In Step 510, the carrier server 440 receives an anywhere to
anywhere delivery request 485 that includes the addresses of
the buyer 410 and seller 420, as well as facilitator-specific
information including a facilitator account number and/or a
billing address. In this example, the product 1s being shipped
from a first location (the seller address) to a second location
(the buyer address) and neither the first or second locations
are the location of the facilitator 430. As described below, the
facilitator 430 assumes responsibility for paying the fee asso-
ciated with shipping the product from the seller 420 to the
buyer 410 and, in the case of a return, the fee to ship the
product from the buyer 410 back to the seller 420. In a
preferred embodiment, a carrier offers several billing options
to 1its customers. Thus, depending on the billing option chosen
by the facilitator 430 the carrier may send a bill to a facilitator
address or debit an existing facilitator account 1dentified 1n
the delivery request 485.
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In Step 520, the anywhere shipping application 460 queries
the carrier facility database 470 to 1dentily the carrier facility
that has responsibility for delivery and pickup for the seller
address (the local carrier facility 450). The local carrier facil-
ity may be identified using the origination shipping address or
Z1p code or via other means known 1n the art.

In Step 530, the anywhere shipping application 460 assigns
a package tracking number to the transaction. The package
tracking number 1s included on the shipping label of the
package and provided to the facilitator 430. As 1s known in the
art, parties use the package tracking number to track the
shipment status as the package moves through the carrier
system. In the context of an online escrow transaction, the
package tracking number 1s used to 1dentily when a package
1s delivered to the buyer address. The date and time of delivery
as 1dentified by the package tracking number can be used to
trigger the 1mitiation of the inspection period.

In one embodiment, the anywhere shipping application
460 assigns a package tracking number to the transaction. In
an alternative embodiment, the anywhere shipping applica-
tion 460 does not assign the package tracking number, but
makes a call to a tracking application that assigns the package
tracking number and updates the necessary package tracking
databases accordingly.

In Step 540, the anywhere shipping application 460 makes
a call to a shipping label application 465 using the shipping
information provided 1n the delivery request 485 and has a
shipping label generated. The process of generating an elec-
tronic shipping label 1s well known 1n the art. In general, the
shipping information that must be provided by the facilitator
430 to generate any shipping label includes a minimum of an
origination address, a destination address and information
about the size and/or weight of the package to be shipped.
Other information such as the package tracking number, rout-
ing code and carrier service level will also be provided to the
label generation application by the anywhere shipping appli-
cation 460.

In this embodiment, the delivery request 485 from the
tacilitator 430 specifies that the package 1s to be picked up
from the seller’s address. Theretfore, scheduling information
such as a date and time of pickup will also be captured and
sent by the facilitator 430 and will be included 1n the delivery
request 485.

In Step 550, the shipping label application 465 generates an
clectronic 1mage of the shipping label from the information
provided by the anywhere shipping application 460 and trans-
mits the 1mage back to the anywhere shipping application
460. In a preferred embodiment, the electronic 1mage of the
shipping label 1s sent as a proprietary flat file. However, 1t will
be readily apparent to one of ordinary skill in the art that an
clectronic 1mage may be formatted and transmitted 1 mul-
tiple graphical file formats known 1n the art.

Because this embodiment 1s described 1n the context of a
sale of a good from a seller 420 to a buyer 410, the shipping
label generated by the shipping label application 463 uses the
seller’s address as the origination shipping address and the
buyer’s address as the destination shipping address.

In Step 560, the anywhere shipping application 460 trans-
mits the electronic image of the shipping label to the local
carrier facility 450, where the shipping label 1s printed.

In Step 570, the anywhere application 460 calculates the
shipping fee associated with shipping the package from the
seller’s address to the buyer’s address and bills the facilitator
430 for the fee. In a preferred embodiment the facilitator 460
has an account with the carrier that 1s automatically debited.
In an alternative embodiment, the carrier facilitator-shipping
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application 460 generates an electronic invoice for the ship-
ping fee that 1s transmitted to the facilitator 430.

In Step 580, a carrier driver from the local carrier facility
450 receives the printed shipping label and takes the shipping
label to the origination shipping address listed on the label,
which for purposes of this embodiment 1s the seller’s address.
In a preferred embodiment, the shipping label also includes a
preferred date and/or time for the pickup. The driver recerves
the package from the seller 420, affixes the shipping label to
the good and places the package in the carrier system for
delivery.

Finally, 1n Step 390 the carrier delivers the good to the
destination shipping address, which 1n this embodiment 1s the
location of the buyer 410.

In the context of the online sale from the seller 420 to the
buyer 410, the delivery of the package to the buyer, as verified
by the package tracking information, imitiates an agreed-upon
ispection period. In this example, the release of the purchase
tfunds from the facilitator 430 to the seller 420 1s contingent
upon the buyer’s acceptance of the product. In one embodi-
ment, the purchase funds are released upon the buyer’s
express acceptance of the product. Alternatively, the facilita-
tor 430 automatically releases the purchase funds to the seller
420 upon the expiration of the ispection period absent a
notice of rejection by the buyer 410.

If the buyer 410 notifies the facilitator 430 of an intent to
return the product to the seller 430, the facilitator 430 wall
notily the seller 420 of the return and send another anywhere
delivery request 485 to the carrier. In such case, the operation
proceeds as described above except that the product waill
originate with the buyer and the destination shipping address
will be used as the seller’s address.

The anywhere shipping application 460 assigns a separate
tracking number for the return shipment and calls the ship-
ping label application 465 to generate a new shipping label.
The generated shipping label 1s sent to a printer of the carrier
tacility responsible for pickups and deliveries to the buyer
address and a carrier driver takes the printed shipping label to
the buyer 410. There, the carrier aifixes the shipping label to
the package and accepts the package for delivery to the seller
420.

The package tracking number assigned to the return ship-
ment identifies when the package 1s returned to the seller. And
upon confirmation of delivery to the seller 420, the facilitator
430 releases the purchase funds back to the buyer 410. In an
alternative embodiment, the facilitator 430 may require con-
firmation from the seller 420 that the product was returned 1n
the condition 1n which 1t was sent. Multiple ways of allocating,
the risk between a buyer and seller are well known 1n the art
and are intended to be encompassed by the present invention.

In a preferred embodiment, the facilitator 430 1s billed for
the cost of shipping the product when a delivery request 485
1s processed. Any additional allocation of shipping costs and
the payment of the shipping costs from the purchase funds 1s
left to the discretion of the buyer, seller and facilitator. The
present invention encompasses any and every such allocation.

From the foregoing described embodiment, 1t will be
readily apparent to one of ordinary skill in the art that the
present invention permits a third party to request shipping
from a first location and delivery to a second location with
carrier pickup from the first location and third-party billing.

The block diagram of FIG. 7 illustrates a second embodi-
ment of an anywhere to anywhere shipping system 400 in
accordance with the present invention. The second embodi-
ment 1s described in the context of a merchant 610, a buyer
410 and a supplier 620. In this illustration of the present
invention, the buyer 410 purchases a good from a merchant
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610. The merchant 610 does not have the good 1n stock but 1s
able to locate the good from a supplier 620. Instead of waiting
for the supplier 620 to ship the good to the merchant 610 only
to have 1t re-shipped to the buyer 410, the merchant 610
requests that a carrier pickup the good from the supplier 620
and “drop ship” it directly to the buyer 410.

InFI1G. 7, the buyer 410, merchant 610 and supplier 620 are

connected via a network 480. However, electronic communi-
cation between the parties 1s not essential to the present inven-
tion. In alternative embodiments, a buyer 410 may purchase a
good from a merchant 610 by telephone or facsimile. Simi-
larly, a customer service representative employed by the mer-
chant 610 might contact a supplier 620 by phone to order the
good purchased by the buyer 410. In this embodiment the
merchant 610 1s also 1n electronic communication with a
carrier server 440 via the network 480. But again 1t will be
readily apparent to one of ordinary skill in the art that the
present invention may be implemented using other forms of
communication.

An anywhere shipping application 460, a shipping label
application 465 and a carrier facility database 470 reside on
and are 1n electronic communication with the carrier server
440. In alternative embodiments, however, the anywhere
shipping application 463, shipping label application 463 or
carrier facility database 470 may reside on another server or
other electronic device. In addition, a local carrier facility 450
1s 1n communication with one or more of the above-described
applications and/or databases via the network 480.

With reference to FIG. 8, the following paragraphs
describe the operation of a second embodiment of the any-
where to anywhere shipping system 400. The process begins
in Step 600 when a buyer 410 purchases a good from a
merchant 610. In a preferred embodiment, the purchase 1s
made through a web site operated by the merchant 610. In an
alternative embodiment, however, the buyer 410 makes a
purchase via a phone call to a customer service representative
employed by the merchant 610.

In Step 605, the merchant 610 identifies a supplier 620 that
has the good purchased by the buyer 410 1n its inventory and
reserves the good for pickup. The reason that the merchant
610 does not have the purchased good 1n 1ts inventory 1s for
the most part irrelevant to the present invention. The merchant
610 may have sold out of a good that 1t normally carries 1n 1ts
inventory, or the merchant 610 may keep little or no physical
inventory and rely on suppliers to fulfill all such purchases.

In Step 610, the merchant sends an anywhere to anywhere
delivery request 485 to the carrier that includes the addresses
of the buyer 410 and supplier 620, as well as merchant-
specific information including a merchant account number
and/or billing address. In this example, the good 1s shipped
from a first location (the supplier address) to a second location
(the buyer address) and neither the first or second locations
are the location 1f the merchant 610. As described below, the
merchant 610 assumes the obligation of paying the fee to have
the good shipped from the supplier 620 to the buyer 410. In a
preferred embodiment, a carrier offers several billing options
to 1ts customers. Thus, depending n the billing option chosen
by the merchant 610, the carrier may send a bill to the mer-
chant address or debit a merchant account identified 1n the
delivery request 485.

In Step 615, the anywhere shipping application 460 queries
the carrier facility database 470 to 1dentify the carner facility
that has responsibility for delivery and pickup for the supplier
address (the local carrier facility 450). The local carrier facil-
ity may be 1dentified using the origination shipping address or
Z1p code or via other means known 1n the art.
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In Step 620, the anywhere shipping application 460 assigns
a package tracking number to the transaction. The package
tracking number 1s included on the shipping label of the
package and provided to the merchant 610. As 1s known in the
art, parties use the package tracking number to track the
shipment status as the package moves through the carrier
system. In the context of a sales transaction, the package
tracking number 1s used to 1dentily when a package 1s deliv-
ered to the buyer address. The date and time of delivery as
identified by the package tracking number can be used to
trigger the merchant billing system.

In one embodiment, the anywhere shipping application
460 assigns a package tracking number to the transaction. In
an alternative embodiment, the anywhere shipping applica-
tion 460 does not assign the package tracking number, but
makes a call to a tracking application that assigns the package
tracking number and updates the necessary package tracking
databases accordingly.

In Step 625, the anywhere shipping application 460 makes
a call to a shipping label application 465 using the shipping
information provided in the delivery request 485 and has a
shipping label generated. The process of generating an elec-
tronic shipping label 1s well known 1n the art. In general, the
shipping information that must be provided by the merchant
610 to generate any shipping label includes a minimum of an
origination address, a destination address and information
about the size and/or weight of the package to be shipped.
Other information such as the package tracking number, rout-
ing code and carrier service level will also be provided to the
label generation application by the anywhere shipping appli-
cation 460.

In this embodiment, the delivery request 485 from the
merchant 610 specifies that the package 1s to be picked up
trom the supplier address. Therefore, scheduling information
such as a date and time of pickup will also be captured and
sent by the merchant and included 1n the delivery request 485.

In Step 630, the shipping label application 465 generates an
clectronic 1mage of the shipping label from the information
provided by the anywhere shipping application 460 and trans-
mits the image back to the anywhere shipping application
460. In a preferred embodiment, the electronic 1image of the
shipping label 1s sent as a proprietary flat file. However, 1t will
be readily apparent to one of ordinary skill in the art that an
clectronic 1mage may be formatted and transmitted 1 mul-
tiple graphical file formats known 1n the art.

In this embodiment, the shipping label generated by the
shipping label applleatlen 465 uses the supplier’s address as
the origination shipping address and the buyer’s address as
the destination shipping address.

In Step 635, the anywhere shipping application 460 trans-
mits the electronic image of the shipping label to the local
carrier facility 450, where the shipping label 1s printed.

In Step 640, the anywhere application 460 calculates the
shipping fee associated with shipping the package from the
supplier’s address to the buyer’s address and bills the mer-
chant 610 for the appropnate shipping charge. In a preferred
embodiment the merchant 610 has an account with the carrier
that 1s automatically debited. In an alternative embodiment,
the anywhere shipping application 460 generates an elec-
tronic mvoice for the shipping fee that i1s transmitted to the
merchant 610.

In Step 645, a carrier driver from the local carrier facility
450 recerves the printed shipping label and takes the shipping
label to the origination shipping address listed on the label,
which for purposes of this embodiment 1s the supplier’s
address. In a preferred embodiment, the shipping label also
includes a preferred date and/or time for the pickup. The
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driver receives the package from the supplier 620, affixes the
shipping label to the good and places the package in the
carrier system for delivery.

Finally, 1n Step 650 the carrier delivers the good to the
destination shipping address, which in this embodiment 1s the
location of the buyer 410.

The package tracking number assigned to the good ship-
ment provides independent confirmation that the good 1s
delivered to the buyer 410. Therefore, upon confirmation of
delivery, the merchant 610 bills the buyer 410 for the pur-
chase price of the good. Alternatively, the merchant 610 may
clect to bill the buyer 410 when the buyer places the order, or
alternatively when the carrier drivers accepts the good from
the supplier 620. Multiple ways of allocating the risk between
a merchant, supplier and buyer are known 1n the art and are
intended to be encompassed by the present invention.

As indicated by the foregoing, 1t will be readily apparent to
one ol ordinary skill in the art that the present invention
permits a third-party to request shipping from a first location
and delivery to a second location with carrier pickup from the
first location and third-party billing.

FIG. 9 1s a process tlow diagram that illustrates a return
transaction in accordance with an embodiment of the present
invention. The process described 1s again 1in the context of a
sales transaction between a buyer 410, merchant 610 and

seller 620.

In Step 700, a supplier 620 supplies a good to a merchant
610. In Step 705, a buyer 410 purchases the good from the
merchant 610 and the merchant 610 ships the good to the
buyer 410. The buyer 410 receives the good 1n Step 710 but
clects not to keep the good and contacts the merchant 610 to
initiate a return.

In this example, the merchant 610 wants the good mailed
back to the supplier 620 rather than to the merchant 610. The
reason for this may be, for example, because the good 1s
defective and the supplier 620 bears the risk of loss, or alter-
natively, the merchant 610 may exist only as an online pres-
ence and may not have a physical location equipped to recerve
returned goods.

In Step 715, the merchant 610 sends an electronic request
for anywhere to anywhere delivery 485 to the carrier server
440 and the request 1s recerved by the anywhere shipping
application 460. The anywhere delivery request 485 of this
embodiment includes the buyer’s address as the origination
shipping address and the supplier’s address as the destination
shipping address. In Step 720, the anywhere shipping appli-
cation 460 queries the carrier faeility database 470 and deter-
mines which carrier facility is responsible for delivery and
pickup for that buyer address (the local carrier facility 450).

In Step 725, the anywhere shipping application 460 assigns
a package tracking number to the return transaction. The
package tracking number 1s included on the shipping label of
the package and provided to the merchant 610. As1s known in
the art, the parties use the package tracking number to track
the shipment status as the package moves through the carrier
system. In the context of a return, the package tracking num-
ber will identily when the package 1s picked up from the buyer
410 and may be used to shift the risk of loss to the merchant
610 and/or suppler 620. In addition, the package tracking
number will identity when the package arrives as the supplier
address and may be used to trigger the merchant 610 to credit
a buyer account.

In one embodiment, the anywhere shipping application
460 assigns a package tracking number to the transaction. In
an alternative embodiment, the anywhere shipping applica-
tion 460 does not assign the package tracking number, but
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makes a call to a tracking application that assigns the package
tracking number and updates the necessary package tracking
databases accordingly.

In Step 730, the anywhere shipping application 460 makes
a call to a shipping label application 465 using the shipping
information provided in the delivery request 485 and has a
shipping label generated. The process of generating an elec-
tronic shipping label 1s well known 1n the art. In general, the
shipping information that must be provided by the merchant
610 to generate any shipping label includes a minimum of an
origination address, a destination address and information
about the size and/or weight of the package to be shipped.
Other information such as the package tracking number, rout-
ing code and carrier service level will also be provided to the
label generation application by the anywhere shipping appli-
cation 460.

In this embodiment, the delivery request 485 from the
merchant 610 specifies that the package 1s to be picked up
from the buyer address. Therefore, scheduling information
such as a date and time of pickup will also be captured and
sent by the merchant and included 1n the delivery request 485.

In Step 735, the shipping label application 465 generates an
clectronic 1mage of the shipping label from the information
provided by the anywhere shipping application 460 and trans-
mits the image back to the anywhere shipping application
460. In a preferred embodiment, the electronic 1image of the
shipping label 1s sent as a proprietary flat file. However, 1t will
be readily apparent to one of ordinary skill in the art that an
clectronic 1image may be formatted and transmitted 1 mul-
tiple graphical file formats known 1n the art.

In this embodiment, the shipping label generated by the
sthpmg label appheatlen 465 uses the buyer’s address as the
origination shipping address and the supplier’s address as the
destination shipping address.

In Step 740, the anywhere shipping application 460 trans-
mits the electronic 1mage of the shipping label to the local
carrier facility 450, where the shipping label 1s printed.

In Step 745, the anywhere application 460 calculates the
shipping fee associated with shipping the package from the
buyer’s address to the supplier’s address and bills the mer-
chant 610 for the appropriate shipping charge. In a preferred
embodiment the merchant 610 has an account with the carrier
that 1s automatically debited. In an alternative embodiment,
the anywhere shipping application 460 generates an elec-
tronic invoice for the shipping fee that 1s transmitted to the
merchant 610.

In Step 750, a carrier driver from the local carrier facility
450 receives the printed shipping label and takes the shipping
label to the origination shipping address listed on the label,
which for purposes ol this embodiment 1s the buyer’s address.
In a preferred embodiment, the shipping label also includes a
preferred date and/or time for the pickup. The driver recerves
the package from the supplier 620, aflixes the shipping label
to the good and places the package 1n the carrier system for
delivery.

Finally, 1n Step 755 the carrier delivers the good to the

destination shipping address, which 1n this embodiment 1s the
location of the supplier 410.

The package tracking number assigned to the good ship-
ment provides independent confirmation that the good has
been picked up from the buyer 410 and delivered to the
supplier 620. Therefore, 1n a preferred embodiment, upon
confirmation of package piekup, the merchant 610 credits the
buyer 410 for the purchase price of the good. Alternatively,
the merchant 610 may delay crediting the buyer account until
the good 1s delivered to the seller 620. Multiple ways of
allocating the risk between a merchant 610, supplier 620 and
buyer 410 are known 1n the art and are mntended to be encom-
passed by the present invention.
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As indicated by the foregoing, 1t will be readily apparent to
one ol ordinary skill in the art that the present invention
permits a third-party to request shipping from a first location
and delivery to a second location with carrier pickup from the
first location and third-party billing.

In each of the foregoing described embodiments, the any-
where to anywhere shipping system 400 of the present inven-
tion 1s described as a stand alone system for anywhere to
anywhere delivery with carrier pick up and third-party billing.
In contrast, the following paragraphs describe the modifica-
tion of an existing call-tag system to create an anywhere to
anywhere delivery system 400.

Another embodiment of an anywhere to anywhere system
400 1s the result of a modification of a call-tag system 100 to
include the functionality of third-party billing and anywhere
to anywhere delivery. To illustrate, assume a call-tag system
100 that 1s known 1n the art 1s already established to accom-
modate the return of a good from a buyer 410 to a merchant
610. In this system, to initiate a call-tag return, the merchant
610 sends a call-tag request 265 to a carrier. The call-tag
request 265 1s an electronic file that includes, among other
things, the buyer address and a merchant 1dentifier.

Upon receipt of the call-tag request 265, a call-tag appli-
cation 260 that resides on a carrier server queries a merchant
database 240 using the merchant identifier to obtain, among
other things, a return shipping address and billing account
number for the merchant 610. In this example, the call-tag
application 260 1s configured to use the return shipping
address as the destination address 1n a shipping label that will
be generated for the return transaction. Further, the call-tag
application 260 1s configured to bill the shipping cost for the
return using the merchant billing information.

Another embodiment of the anywhere to anywhere system
400 of the present mnvention 1s to modily an existing call-tag
system 400 to provide for anywhere to anywhere shipping
and third party delivery. In a preferred embodiment, a unique
merchant identifier 1s assigned to a merchant 610 that
requests anywhere to anywhere functionality. The anywhere
merchant identifier 490 may replace or be 1n addition to the
merchant identifier that 1s traditionally included 1n a call-tag
request 263.

In a traditional call-tag system 100, the call-tag application
260 uses the merchant i1dentifier to query a database and
obtain the merchant address. This merchant address 1s, 1n
turn, used as the destination address of a shipping label. In the
modified call-tag system, when the call-tag application 260
receives a call-tag request 263 with an anywhere to anywhere
merchant identifier 290, the merchant address 1s not used as
the destination address of the shipping label. Instead, the
call-tag request 265 obtains a umique destination address from
a predetermined location within the call-tag request 265 and
uses that address as the destination address of the shipping
label.

In this way, an anywhere to anywhere shipping system 400
according to one embodiment of the present invention 1s
obtained by moditying an existing call-tag system 100.

In an alternative embodiment, a call-tag system 100 can be
modified without the use of an anywhere merchant identifier
490. In this embodiment, the call-tag application 260 1s con-
figured to check an anywhere destination address field 295
within the call-tag request record for an address. If the field 1s
blank or returns a null value, the call-tag application 260
processes the request as a normal call-tag request 265. But i
the anywhere destination address field 295 contains data, the
call-tag application 260 is configured to use that data as the
destination address of the shipping label. Additional modifi-
cations to these systems are possible and are intended to be
encompassed by the present invention.

It will be readily apparent that the carrier facility-shipping
application 460 disclosed herein can be embodied 1n any
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computer-readable medium for use by or in connection with
an instruction execution system, apparatus, or device, such as
a computer-based system, processor-containing system, or
other system that can fetch the mnstructions from the mstruc-
tion execution system, apparatus, or device and execute the
instructions. In the context of this document, a “computer-
readable medium” can be any means that can contain, store,
communicate, propagate, or transport the program for use by
or 1n connection with the istruction execution system, appa-
ratus, or device. The computer readable medium can be, for
example but not limited to, an electronic, magnetic, optical,
clectromagnetic, inirared, or semiconductor system, appara-
tus, device, or propagation medium. More specific examples
(a non-exhaustive list) of the computer-readable medium
would include the following: an electrical connection (elec-
tronic) having one or more wires, a portable computer dis-
kette (magnetic), a random access memory (RAM) (mag-
netic), a read-only memory (ROM) (magnetic), an erasable
programmable read-only memory (EPROM or Flash
memory) (magnetic), an optical fiber (optical), and a portable
compact disc read-only memory (CDROM) (optical). Note
that the computer-readable medium could even be paper or
another suitable medium upon which the program 1s printed,
as the program can be electronically captured, via for instance
optical scanning of the paper or other medium, then com-
piled, interpreted or otherwise processed 1n a suitable manner
if necessary, and then stored 1n a computer memory.

Further, any process descriptions or blocks 1n flow charts
should be understood as representing modules, segments, or
portions of code which include one or more executable
instructions for implementing specific logical functions or
steps 1n the process, and alternate implementations are
included within the scope of the preferred embodiment of the
present invention 1n which functions may be executed out of
order from that shown or discussed, including substantially
concurrently or in reverse order, depending on the function-
ality mvolved, as would be understood by those reasonably
skilled 1n the art of the present invention.

It should be emphasized that the above-described embodi-
ments of the present ivention, particularly any “preferred
embodiments™ are merely possible examples of the imple-
mentations, merely set forth for a clear understanding of the
principles of the invention. Any variations and modifications
may be made to the above-described embodiments of the
invention without departing substantially from the spirit of
the principles of the mvention. All such modifications and
variations are intended to be included herein within the scope
of the disclosure and present mnvention and protected by the
following claims.

That which 1s claimed:

1. A modified call-tag system capable of tulfilling an any-
where to anywhere package shipping request, the system
comprising;

(A) a customer computer executing:

a client application configured to generate and transmit
a call-tag record, said call-tag record comprising at
least one of a call-tag request or an anywhere to any-
where request, said call-tag request comprising data
identifying a buyer and a unique merchant identifier,
and said anywhere to anywhere request comprising a
first shipping address and a second shipping address;
and

(B) one or more servers 1n electronic communication with
said customer computer, said one or more servers
executing:

(1) a carrier application configured to:
recerve said call-tag record from said client applica-
tion;
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determine whether said call-tag record includes either
said anywhere to anywhere request or said call-tag
request;

in response to determining that said call-tag record

includes said anywhere to anywhere request, gen-
crate a shipping label request based at least 1n part
on said anywhere to anywhere request and said first
and second shipping addresses of said anywhere to
anywhere request; and

in response to determining that said call-tag record

includes said call-tag request: (1) determine an
address associated with said buyer based at least 1n
part on said data identifying said buyer, (2) use said
unique merchant identifier to query a merchant
database 1n order to determine an address associ-
ated with said merchant, and (3) generate a ship-
ping label request based at least in part on said
call-tag request and said buyer and merchant
addresses; and
(2) a shipping label application 1n electronic communi-
cation with said carrier application, said shipping
label application configured to receive said shipping
label request and to generate a shipping label based at
least 1n part on said shipping label request, said ship-
ping label idicating that said package should be
shipped from a first location to a second location,
wherein said first and second locations correspond to said
first and second shipping addresses, respectively, when
said shipping label request 1s based at least in part on said
anywhere to anywhere request, and said first and second
locations are based at least 1n part on said buyer and
merchant addresses, respectively, when said shipping
label request 1s based at least 1n part on said call-tag
request.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein said carrier application
determines whether said call-tag record includes said any-
where to anywhere request by examining whether said call-
tag record includes a second shipping address.

3. The system of claim 1, wherein said carrier application
determines whether said call-tag record includes said any-
where to anywhere request by examining whether said call-
tag record includes both a first shipping address and a second
shipping address.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein said carrier application
determines whether said call-tag record includes said any-
where to anywhere request by examining whether said call-
tag record includes a unique destination address.

5. The system of claim 1, wherein said package 1s being
shipped from a buyer to a merchant, and wherein said carrier
application determines whether said call-tag record includes
said anywhere to anywhere request by determining whether
said call-tag record includes a unique 1dentifier provided to
said merchant for use when requesting an anywhere to any-
where shipment.

6. The system of claim 1, wherein said buyer desires to
return said package to said merchant.

7. The system of claim 1, wherein said first and second
locations correspond to said buyer and merchant addresses,
respectively.

8. The system of claim 1, wherein said client application
corresponds to a merchant arranging for return of said pack-
age from a buyer, and wherein said carrier application 1s
turther configured to charge a shipping fee to said merchant.
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